
  
    [image: Fall Into Us]
  


  
    
      FALL INTO US

      
        MADAWASKA FALLS

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        TINA CYR

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Tina Cyr

      

      All rights reserved.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The Heart Falls Twice

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Tina Cyr

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For the ones who swore they’d never fall again —

      and the person who made them hope they would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SUNDAY AFTERNOON, MID-MARCH

        

      

    

    
      MARC-ANDRÉ

      The sugar shack smells like hot syrup and wet wool, like March trying to convince winter to loosen its grip. Someone laughs too loudly near the counter, and a child shrieks when syrup misses the plate and lands on fingers instead.

      I clock all of it without trying. My brain does what it always does — sorts voices by tone, not volume. Finds the edges of meaning in the noise. Notices how Madawaska Falls compresses in places like this, until every laugh, glance, and half-finished sentence belongs to everyone.

      Sophie slides onto the bench across from me, cheeks pink from the cold, hair pulled back in the kind of practical knot she only wears when she hasn’t overthought it. The cold comes in with her, caught in her scarf and the loose strands of hair at her temple. I cough once and blame the syrup steam.

      She tugs one mitten off with her teeth, pauses, realizes she’s doing it, and glares at me like I’m responsible.

      “Okay,” she says, already smiling, “I’m committing to this decision. No regrets.” She rubs her palms together like she can summon warmth by force of will.

      “That’s brave,” I tell her. “This place runs on sugar and judgment.”

      “And wool,” she adds, scanning the room. “So much wool.”

      She laughs, easy and familiar, and something in me settles the way it always does around her.

      We haven’t been seated five minutes before the first look lands.

      Then the second.

      Then the one that lingers half a beat too long.

      I feel it before Sophie does.

      “So,” a woman from the next table says, leaning back enough to pretend she’s not leaning in. “You two finally together?”

      Sophie doesn’t look up. She reaches for her mug, calm as anything. “We’ve spent time together since he moved back,” she says. “It’s not a municipal announcement.”

      “I know,” the woman says. “That’s what I mean.”

      There it is.

      I angle my body slightly, not blocking Sophie, just making sure the comment has to pass through me too. A reflex I’ve never quite shaken.

      “We’re just eating,” I say lightly. “Same as everyone else.”

      The woman hums, unconvinced, eyes flicking between us. “Well. About time, if you ask me.”

      About time for what, she doesn’t say.

      She doesn’t have to.

      Sophie smiles into her coffee like this is all deeply amusing. She’s practiced at that. At making sure nothing lands where people can see it.

      But I know her well enough to see the tightening at the corner of her mouth. The way she sets her mug down just a touch harder than necessary.

      Conversation resumes around us. The moment passes. Sort of.

      “You okay?” I ask quietly.

      She glances up. “Of course.”

      It’s automatic. Too quick.

      I nod, because pushing would make it a thing, and neither of us wants that. Still, the chatter keeps brushing at the edges of my attention — snippets and glances and the unspoken assumption that proximity must mean intention.

      By the time we step back outside, the cold feels like a relief.

      The air bites, sharp and honest. Snow crunches underfoot. Sophie pulls her coat tighter, breath puffing out in little clouds.

      “Let’s warm up,” she says. “Before my fingers stage a revolt.”

      “Café?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      She nods.

      We fall into step without thinking, our strides syncing the way they always do. Her boot scuffs the same rhythm as mine. We don’t even have to look to stay aligned. This part feels easy. It always has. The in-between spaces are easiest for us. Walking. Breathing. Not performing for anyone.

      “You didn’t have to run interference back there,” she says after a moment.

      “I didn’t,” I reply. “I wanted to.”

      She studies me sideways. “That woman was harmless.”

      “In this town,” I say, “harmless is a sliding scale.”

      She snorts. “Fair.”

      We push open the door to Café La Feuille Rouge, and warmth wraps around us like a held breath finally let go. Cinnamon and espresso, chatter softened by wood and fabric, the clink of mugs.

      The barista grins when she sees us. “Hey, you two.”

      “Hey,” Sophie says.

      I lift a hand in greeting. The phrase “you two” lands between us like a pebble dropped into still water.

      We slide into our booth by the window. The table wobbles when Sophie sets her bag down, and she steadies it with one hand before settling in.

      I notice the hand first. The quick correction. The way she makes even a wobbly table behave before anyone else can see the problem. With Sophie, I always notice.

      Our drinks arrive without us having to ask. The usual.

      Sophie wraps her hands around her mug, sighs. “Okay. That’s better.”

      I wait a beat. Then another.

      “Did it bother you?” I ask.

      She looks up. “What?”

      “The sugar shack,” I say. “The… commentary.”

      Her shoulders lift in a shrug that’s meant to dismiss the question. “It’s Madawaska Falls. People talk.”

      “That’s not the same as an answer.”

      She smiles at me, the one she uses when she knows I’m right but doesn’t want to make it bigger. “It doesn’t bother me.”

      I hold her gaze. Let the silence stretch.

      “Much,” she adds.

      I nod. I’ll take the concession.

      She sips her coffee, eyes drifting to the window. Outside, people pass bundled in scarves, but her reflection stays with me — quiet now, one hand wrapped too carefully around her mug.

      She traces the rim of her mug once, then stops herself.

      “You ever think about dating anyone?” she asks.

      For one second, all the noise in the café drops away.

      Of course this is where the town has pushed us. Her. Me. Whatever they think they see when we sit across from each other.

      I hadn’t realized my love life had become town property.

      Then again, I remember where I am.

      “Sometimes,” I say, buying myself a second.

      “Anyone specific?”

      I glance at her, really look at her. The familiar lines of her face. The steadiness. The way she belongs in my life without effort.

      I look down, because this deserves a real answer, not the first joke I can reach.

      “You fishing?” I ask gently.

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m curious. And I’m conducting market research,” she says. “For… community morale.”

      A beat.

      “Have you ever thought of me like that?” she asks.

      There it is.

      Not dramatic. Not loaded. Just… there.

      My neck warms, fast and inconvenient. I curl my fingers around the edge of the table, buying myself one careful second.

      “In high school,” I say, after a beat. “Briefly. Tragically. Back when my hair was worse and my judgment wasn’t much better.”

      I reach across the table and tap one finger against her knuckle. Small. Familiar. Us.

      “You’re incredible,” I say. “You know that, right? If Éric ever made you feel easy to leave, that was his failure.”

      She looks at me, something unreadable flickering across her expression.

      “You’re smart. You’re steady. You care even when it costs you. And people breathe easier when you’re in the room.”

      Her smile is small but real. “That wasn’t exactly⁠—”

      “Anyone would be lucky to date you,” I say, and I know it’s not quite the answer she asked for.

      “But,” I continue, because this is the part that matters, “what we have works. It’s steady. It’s honest. I know where to stand with you. And I’m still healing… from losing Hélène.” My thumb drifts toward the pale band of skin where my ring used to be. I stop it in time, but the habit is there, like a door I still reach for in the dark.

      I search for the right words and choose the ones I can live with.

      “What we have is perfect for where I am in my life.”

      She studies me for a long moment.

      Then she nods once, careful.

      “Yeah,” she says. “It is.”

      Relief loosens something in my chest, followed by the careful ache of not wanting to damage what we already have.

      We sit there, steam curling from our mugs, the café humming around us.

      Outside, the town keeps moving. Watching. Waiting.

      Inside, everything feels settled enough.

      And for now, that’s what we both choose.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          WEDNESDAY, EARLY AFTERNOON, 3RD WEEK OF SEPTEMBER

        

      

    

    
      SOPHIE

      Town Hall smells like paper, marker ink, and the kind of coffee that’s been sitting on a warmer since sunrise. Someone has cracked a window to let in “fresh air,” which in Madawaska Falls means cold pine, damp leaves, and the faint threat of rain that’s going to arrive the second we hang anything outside.

      I step inside anyway, because I’m nothing if not committed to public service and questionable life choices.

      The room is already in motion. Volunteers drift between folding tables like migrating birds, carrying clipboards and rolls of tape and that particular brand of optimism you only get when you haven’t yet realized you’re going to be asked to improvise signage in two languages.

      Two folding chairs are missing. The bilingual WELCOME banner is sagging on one side like it’s given up on itself. A box labeled MAPS (DO NOT LOSE) is open, which means the maps are either being organized or actively disappearing into the void. There’s a roll of tape stuck to the wall at shoulder height, like someone started a fight with gravity and then walked away mid-argument.

      I set my travel mug down and tug the banner straight before my brain finishes the thought. My hands move automatically, smoothing and pressing, as if there’s a version of me that lives permanently in crisis-prevention mode and doesn’t consult the rest of my personality before acting.

      “Hey, Sophie!” someone calls. “Sponsor logos on the clue cards, or just the posters?”

      I pivot toward the question, put on my calm face, and step into the center of the room like I belong here. Like I didn’t sleep in fifteen-minute increments last night because my brain decided 2 a.m. was the ideal time to revisit every awkward conversation I’ve had since 2017.

      “Posters,” I say. “Clue cards need to stay readable. We’ll thank sponsors at checkpoints.”

      The volunteer’s shoulders drop with relief. “Perfect.”

      Someone clears their throat behind me, and I know who it is before I turn because nobody clears their throat with that much authority unless they’re about to hand you a problem wrapped in a smile.

      “Nathalie⁠*,” I say.

      She stands there with her clipboard hugged to her chest like it’s a life raft. Hair in a messy bun that’s one bobby pin away from surrender. Pen behind one ear. The faint coffee stain on one sleeve, as reliable as sunrise. Her eyes are bright in the way they get when she’s already decided something and is now gathering allies.

      “Sophie Ouellet,” she says, like she’s greeting a dignitary and not the woman who once had to mediate a dispute over snowblower boundaries on Rue des Érables.

      “I’m not running for office,” I tell her.

      “You say that now,” she replies, and then her gaze flicks past me to the sagging banner and the open map box and the volunteers setting up clue stations. Her mouth tightens for half a second, the way it does when she’s trying to keep the universe from collapsing through sheer willpower. “I need you.”

      I blink. “I’m already here.”

      “Yes,” she says, tapping her clipboard twice. “Which is why I need you.”

      “That’s not an explanation.”

      “It’s a lifestyle.”

      I should laugh. I do laugh, because the alternative is leaving out the window she opened and letting the banner fall wherever it wants.

      Her phone buzzes against the clipboard. She glances down, and for half a second, her whole face changes. Not soft, exactly. Nathalie doesn’t do soft in a municipal building. But less armed.

      Then she flips the phone facedown.

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Official photographer,” she says.

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “Your eyebrow did.”

      “Is he causing trouble?”

      “Not currently,” she says, which is not the same as no.

      She steps closer and lowers her voice. Nathalie only whispers when she’s about to say something that will ruin my day, my weekend, or my general faith in humanity.

      “One of the couples dropped out,” she says.

      My stomach tightens a little, that familiar sensation of paperwork multiplying in real time.

      “Which couple?”

      “Denise and Paul Boucher.”

      I stare at her, because there are some couples that simply do not drop out. Denise Boucher has the kind of organized energy that makes you feel guilty for owning a junk drawer.

      “Denise ‘I have three binders labeled Christmas’ Boucher.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Paul ‘I own fourteen ladders and have opinions about all of them’ Boucher.”

      “The one and only.”

      I take a breath through my nose. “Why did they drop out?”

      Nathalie’s face does something complicated, like she’s trying to decide whether the truth is funny enough to be worth the headache.

      “Paul hurt his back.”

      “Doing what?”

      She winces. “Trying to prove he could carry the canoe by himself.”

      I close my eyes. “Of course he did.”

      “He said it was for training.”

      “For what? The Couples’ Olympics?”

      “The Rally,” Nathalie says, like that’s normal.

      I look at the room, the volunteers, the banner, the maps, the tape. All of it suddenly feels precarious, like it’s balanced on a single missing team.

      “We can adjust,” I say carefully. “We can run with one less team. It’ll be fine.”

      Nathalie’s stare sharpens.

      Nothing good has ever followed that look.

      “No,” she says. “We cannot. We have twelve teams. The sponsors already printed materials. The radio already announced the lineup. Mimi already told six guests at her B&B that they could come cheer for Denise at the bridge station.”

      I blink. “Mimi did what?”

      “She promised them a ‘meet cute moment,’” Nathalie says, as if those are reasonable words to say aloud in an administrative building.

      “Tourists are not delicate,” I say.

      “Madawaska Falls tourism revenue is delicate,” she corrects, and her voice cracks slightly on the last word.

      It’s small. It’s quick. But it’s there.

      My irritation softens before I can stop it. “Okay. We’ll call around.”

      “I already called around,” she says, and there’s something brittle in her smile now. “All the reasonable couples. Then the unreasonable ones. Then the ones who aren’t couples but might lie convincingly.”

      My shoulders lift with tension. “Please tell me you didn’t call René and Sylvie.”

      “I did.”

      “Nathalie.”

      “They said yes,” she admits, “but only if they could bring their dog.”

      “That’s not allowed.”

      “I know. I said no. They hung up on me.”

      “That tracks,” I mutter.

      Her eyes flick toward the volunteers. Then back to me. “Sophie. I need a couple by tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow.

      The word hits, and my brain starts calculating before my feelings can catch up. Phone calls. Substitutions. Sponsor optics. The exact number of ways a missing team can become my problem by supper.

      It’s because I know what “solve it” will mean.

      In Madawaska Falls, a simple substitution becomes a conversation at the grocery store.

      Rule one: be useful.

      Rule two: be pleasant.

      Rule three: don’t give them anything to chew on.

      I smile at Nathalie, careful. “We’ll find someone.”

      Once people start talking, they never stop at the obvious version.

      Small towns love a story, but what they love even more is deciding who paid for it.

      Her relief is immediate, and I hate how practiced it feels in both of us. She points at her clipboard and flips it toward me. Names, notes, scribbles.

      Too competitive.

      Will flirt with judges.

      Already fighting.

      Possibly cursed.

      I point. “Who is possibly cursed?”

      Nathalie follows my finger. “Luc and Mireille Dugas. They’ve lost the last three raffles. I’m not risking it.”

      I snort, and for a second, it’s almost normal.

      Then a volunteer on the other side of the table says, loudly, “Sophie, do we have the Team Twelve packet?”

      The question is innocent.

      The timing is not.

      Nathalie’s head snaps toward the volunteer too quickly, and my smile locks into place before anyone can see the problem land.

      “Nobody has a Team Twelve packet yet,” I say, turning my smile into something firm and pleasant.

      The volunteer blinks. “Oh. Nathalie said it was printed.”

      I feel the heat creep up my neck.

      Because now people are listening.

      Nathalie’s expression shifts. There’s a flicker of annoyance there, not at me, but at the room, at the fact that it’s overhearing. She turns back to me and lowers her voice.

      “I printed it,” she says, and she sounds defensive, which is a first. “I thought if it was real, it would… happen. Manifesting.”

      I stare at her. “You printed a packet for a team that doesn’t exist.”

      “It exists,” she says stubbornly. “It’s just unnamed.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but the volunteer is still watching, curious now, and so is another one, and another.

      “Okay,” I say, voice bright, like everything is fine. “We’ll handle it.”

      The volunteer nods slowly, unconvinced, and walks away.

      Nathalie exhales hard. “I didn’t mean for that to⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” I lie.

      I pick up my mug, mostly to give my hands something to do, and take a sip.

      It’s already gone lukewarm.

      Of course it has.

      Nathalie’s gaze holds mine, and there’s a small, pleading edge under her usual hurricane energy. “Sophie. Please. I cannot disappoint tourists. I cannot disappoint sponsors. And if I disappoint Denise Boucher, she will haunt me in my sleep.”

      I laugh once, short. “Okay.”

      She brightens instantly, which makes me feel both fond and resentful because she’s learned the trick the town uses on all of us: make it sound like we’re the only person who can save things.

      “We’ll find a couple,” I say.

      I already know who I should call.

      “I’ll call my best friend’s big sister,” I say, half to Nathalie, half to myself. “She’ll help me.”

      Josée answers on the second ring, calm as ever, the kind of calm that makes me want to hand her the entire town and a clipboard. I give her the short version. Missing team. Tourist optics. Nathalie in a spiral.

      “I would,” she says, and I can hear the regret in it, “but Daniel’s in Toronto until tomorrow night. He’s already claimed the weekend for doing absolutely nothing, and if I sign him up for a couples rally, I’ll be doing it alone.”

      I close my eyes. “Right. Okay.”

      “Sorry, Sophie. You should ask Marc.”

      “No, it’s fine. It was a long shot.”

      We hang up.

      For a second, I keep the phone in my hand, screen dark against my palm. Josée should have solved it. Or at least bought me enough time to pretend there were other reasonable options.

      Instead, she has done the much less helpful thing.

      She has made the obvious answer obvious.

      I look down at the list again, and now an inconvenient solution presents itself with the kind of quiet inevitability I hate.

      Marc-André Leblanc.

      My best friend.

      The person I can ask for almost anything, which is exactly the problem. He shows up early. Fixes what needs fixing. Makes you feel less foolish for having needed help in the first place.

      And for eighteen months, Madawaska Falls has treated that like evidence.

      My thumb moves toward his contact before I tell it to.

      I curl my hand into a fist.

      “No,” I say out loud, as if my mouth is trying to save me before my brain can make it worse.

      Nathalie’s eyes widen with innocent delight. “No what?”

      “Nothing.” I look at her.

      She lifts her hands. “Okay. Fine.”

      I look away fast, pretending to fuss with the banner. The paper flutters as someone walks past, and I focus on that instead of the tightness rising in my throat.

      My fingers press the edge of the banner flat again, even though it’s already straight.

      I’m tired of being this good at it.

      The problem is, Madawaska Falls doesn’t care if you’re tired. Madawaska Falls cares if the event runs on time and the tourists get their picturesque moment.

      “I will call around again. I will find you a couple,” I say, returning to Nathalie with my best professional voice.

      Nathalie nods, but she doesn’t look convinced. “By tomorrow,” she says, and then she lets out a long breath and adds, almost to herself, “Please.”

      It’s so quiet I almost miss it.

      And because I’m me, because my body has a reflex for responsibility, I pull my phone out before I can talk myself out of it.

      I scroll to Marc-André’s name and pause, my thumb hovering over the screen.

      This is ridiculous. He’s not a solution. He’s a person. A person I trust. A person who will probably say yes if I ask.

      The screen dims before I make up my mind.

      I tap it awake.

      Then I hit call.

      It rings twice.

      “Bonjour,” he says, voice warm and a little amused, like he already knows this isn’t casual. “Sophie. Everything okay?”

      The room is still loud around me — tape tearing, chairs scraping, Nathalie muttering from the storage closet — but his voice makes a small pocket of quiet anyway.

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Define okay.”

      He chuckles softly. “Town Hall?”

      “Town Hall.”

      “Maps?”

      “Still present,” I say. “Barely.”

      “That sounds like early-stage disaster.”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      I glance around the room as if someone might overhear through the phone. “Fall Foliage Weekend. We lost a couples team.”

      A pause. “Okay.”

      “And Nathalie wants a replacement couple by tomorrow.”

      Another pause, a beat longer. “And you’re calling me because you want a list of eligible couples.”

      I close my eyes.

      Yes.

      That’s the safe answer. The practical one. The one where he stays my friend, the town stays out of it, and no one gets to look at us like we’ve been waiting for permission.

      “Yes,” I lie. “Exactly.”

      He doesn’t call me out. He never does.

      Instead, he says, gently, “You sound tense.”

      “I’m fine,” I say automatically.

      “Sophie,” he says, calm and quiet, “you don’t call me to say you’re fine.”

      My throat tightens.

      It’s ridiculous how quickly he can get past the version of me I present to everyone else.

      “I’m not in crisis,” I say. “I’m just… making sure the signs are translated properly and doing a dozen other things at the same time.”

      “That might be worse,” he replies, and I can hear the smile in it.

      A laugh slips out of me, short but real.

      He hears it, and his voice softens. “Okay. Tell me what you need.”

      I stare at the stack of blank lanyards like they’re going to give me courage. “I need a couple,” I say, finally honest. “A couple that can show up, not implode, and not get disqualified for bringing a dog.”

      He makes a sound like he’s trying not to laugh. “That narrows it down.”

      Another small laugh from him. Then, quieter: “Do you want me to come by?”

      Relief hits too fast. Sharp behind my eyes. The kind that comes from carrying too much for too long and hearing someone say, without hesitation, that they’ll come.

      “Yes,” I say. “If you can. I just… I need help.”

      “I can come late afternoon,” he says. “We’ll… figure it out.”

      We.

      The word lands before the plan does, solid enough to hold the day together. “Thank you,” I say, forcing my voice steady. “You’re saving my life.”

      “I’m saving Fall Foliage Weekend,” he corrects, and it’s familiar, his way of keeping things light.

      “Same thing,” I say.

      A pause.

      “See you soon,” he says, and I can hear the smile again.

      “See you.”

      When I hang up, my hand stays on the phone a second too long. I exhale slowly, like my shoulders finally remembered they can drop.

      Nathalie pops her head out of the storage room, hair more chaotic now, expression wild. “Did you find me a couple?”

      I open my mouth, close it again, and say, because apparently I enjoy danger, “I don’t know. But I recruited a helper.”

      Her grin turns immediate and wicked. “Find me a couple by tomorrow.”

      I glare at her.

      She disappears again, humming to herself, and I’m left standing there with my coffee cooling in my hand and the uncomfortable memory of how easily Marc-André slid into problem-solving mode.

      Like this was normal for us.

      Like I hadn’t felt my shoulders drop the second he said, We’ll figure it out.

      That’s what makes it dangerous.

      We’ve already had the conversation. Friends. Just friends. The safe answer. The reasonable answer.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * Meet Nathalie in Before We Fall, a prequel to Madawaska Falls
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          WEDNESDAY LATE AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      MARC-ANDRÉ

      The house is quiet in the way it always is in the late afternoon, when the sun hits the office floor and nothing moves unless I move it.

      My laptop is open on the desk. A client in Halifax wants a rush translation of an Acadian museum brochure, which means the French is poetic, the English needs to sound effortless, and I have to pretend I’m not squinting at the same sentence for the sixth time as if the right phrasing might appear if I punish myself long enough. I pinch the bridge of my nose, then rub my thumb along the edge of the trackpad until it squeaks.

      I can translate almost anything.

      I’m just not great at translating myself.

      My jaw tightens, as if my body wants to argue but can’t find the language either. Beside the keyboard, my phone sits face-up and too still, waiting to betray me.

      Sophie called earlier today.

      Since then, the house has been quiet in the wrong way. Not peaceful. Waiting.

      She said she was fine, which in Sophie language means she is holding a whole room together with tape and stubbornness and will out-stubborn a tornado before she admits she needs help.

      I stare at the sentence on my screen. Les visiteurs sont invités à s’attarder… Visitors are invited to linger. Visitors are encouraged to linger. Visitors should absolutely linger because this exhibit cost a fortune and somebody needs to justify it.

      I type a version that sounds normal. Backspace. Type again. The cursor blinks like it’s mocking me.

      I reach for my mug. I uncover a ring on the wood. I drag my sleeve through it without thinking, like I can erase evidence of being human. The coffee is still warm, but I’ve been forgetting to drink it. That happens when your attention has already left the room before you do.

      I close the laptop gently, as if I’m not annoyed with myself.

      The silence shifts. It feels like the house is watching. It’s too good at that. Houses learn your patterns fast when you live in them alone.

      I stand, grab my keys, and pull on my fleece jacket, because it’s fall and Madawaska Falls. I hesitate at the mirror in the entryway, then pretend I didn’t. My fingers hover over the bare spot on my left hand, a reflex I still haven’t trained out. I drop my hand before I can think too hard about why it’s there.

      I’m forty-eight.

      I should not be checking my hair before going to Town Hall. No one at Town Hall has ever been seduced by good hair. They’ve been bribed by clipboards and muffins.

      Still, I smooth it once.

      Then I mutter, “Get a grip,” because apparently my body has decided this is not only about Town Hall.

      Outside, the air is crisp, clean, and bright. The trees are mid-performance, all gold and red like they’re trying to outdo each other. Somewhere down the street, a leaf blower roars. Madawaska Falls has two seasons: winter, and people aggressively preparing for winter.

      I drive with the windows cracked, letting the cold wake me up.

      Town Hall comes into view, its brick front dressed up with a banner that reads FALL FOLIAGE WEEKEND / WEEK-END DES COULEURS in cheerful letters. The banner is slightly crooked, which tells me two things.

      One, someone put it up in a hurry.

      Two, Sophie hasn’t gotten to it yet.

      I park and step inside.

      The smell hits immediately: paper, marker ink, tape adhesive, and coffee reheated one time too many. Volunteers move in purposeful chaos. Someone drags a folding table across the floor, the scrape loud enough to make me wince.

      Nathalie’s voice carries above everything. “No, the pumpkins go on the left. If they go on the right, it looks like we are advertising squash.”

      Somewhere, a squash is offended.

      I take a few steps in, scan the room. My eyes do their usual sweep; exits, bottlenecks, who looks like they’re about to cry into the printer. I spot Sophie.

      She’s near the center table, sleeves pushed up, hair tucked back, holding a stack of papers while she answers a volunteer’s question without pausing to breathe. Her pen is clicking — soft, steady, like a metronome for her patience.

      She laughs at something someone says, but it’s quick. Controlled.

      Fine, in other words.

      I walk toward her, keeping my presence quiet. My chest does something inconvenient with that smallness. She spots me anyway. Her eyes flick up, and something in her face loosens. Just a little. It’s small.

      “You came,” she says.

      “I said I would.”

      “I didn’t know if you’d actually do it,” she says, then immediately frowns like she regrets the honesty. “Not because you don’t keep your word. Because you have work.”

      “I have work,” I agree. “I also have a flexible schedule.”

      Her mouth twitches. “Strong argument.”

      I stop at her side. “Show me what needs to be done.”

      She blinks once. “No hello?”

      “That was hello,” I say. “Also, I’m trying to be efficient. I’m in a building with Nathalie.”

      Sophie exhales through her nose, amused despite herself. “Fair.”

      She slides a pile of draft signs toward me. My fingers brush hers for half a second as I take them.

      “Okay,” I say, scanning. “This one. ‘Clue Station.’ In French, you have ‘Station d’indices,’ which is fine, but the spacing is tight. We could shorten it to ‘Indice.’ Just ‘Indice.’ Big and clear.”

      Sophie leans in, and her ponytail nearly takes out my pen. I shift the paper like it’s hazard management.

      “‘Indice’ works,” she says. “But will tourists understand?”

      “Tourists understand anything if you put a maple leaf beside it.”

      She laughs, a real sound this time. “Don’t tell Nathalie that. She’ll add maple leaves to the bathrooms.”

      “I’m not against that,” I say. “It would improve the aesthetic.”

      We move through the signs together. I tweak phrasing. She tweaks logistics. Our rhythm falls into place. She slides supplies toward me without looking. I hand back corrected signs the same way.

      Muscle memory.

      The kind you don’t notice until someone else starts watching.

      A volunteer approaches, a young guy with a tote bag that reads I SUPPORT LOCAL ART. He looks between us and the papers. “Are these the final clue cards?”

      “We’re not working on clues,” Sophie says.

      “They’re signs,” I add. “Clues are with another team.”

      The volunteer nods like this is a normal distinction. “Okay. Nathalie asked me to ask… do we have our twelve teams?”

      Sophie’s smile goes a little too bright.

      Her voice turns polite in a way I recognize immediately. The voice she uses when she’s trying to keep her composure from becoming public property.

      “We’re working on it,” she says.

      The volunteer’s eyes flick to me. “Are you… helping?”

      “As best I can with the signs.”

      “Oh!” He looks relieved, like that explains everything. Then his mouth quirks. “Last year the ‘pumpkin toss’ sign said ‘throw the squash,’ and my aunt from Ontario thought it was a protest.”

      Sophie snorts. “It wasn’t?”

      He grins and moves away, but he doesn’t move fast. He glances back. Curious.

      Sophie turns back to the paper. Her fingers are tight around the marker.

      “You okay?” I ask quietly.

      “Yes,” she says too quickly.

      I wait. Not pushing. Just leaving the door open.

      Half a second later, she sighs. “Define okay.”

      I keep my voice light because Sophie does better with light. “Okay as in ‘you’ve had water today,’ or okay as in ‘you’re about to staple yourself to the wall for efficiency’?”

      Her mouth twitches. “Somewhere in between.”

      “That’s not an acceptable range,” I say.

      “It is in Madawaska Falls,” she replies. “Our standards are… flexible.”

      Before I can respond, Nathalie appears like a summoned spirit, clipboard first.

      She doesn’t greet me. She doesn’t even pretend to be surprised I’m here. She acts like I’ve been part of the furniture for years.

      “Perfect,” she says briskly, slapping a printed bracket onto the table. Twelve slots. One blank. The empty line looks like a missing tooth.

      Beside it, she drops a handful of lanyards and a stack of sponsor posters laid out in neat grids.

      “I’m not reprinting,” Nathalie announces. “I refuse to be held hostage by the printer again. It smells like despair in there.”

      Sophie’s eyes flick to the blank slot. Her jaw tightens.

      “We can adjust the bracket,” Sophie says.

      Nathalie stares at her like Sophie just suggested canceling autumn. “No.”

      “We could run eleven teams,” Sophie tries. “It won’t⁠—”

      “No,” Nathalie repeats, and it’s somehow still warm, which is impressive. “Sponsors approved this layout. The radio announced twelve.”

      I glance at the sponsor poster. “You already have twelve logos placed.”

      Nathalie points at it like she’s proud. “Yes.”

      I lift a brow. “And if there are eleven teams?”

      Nathalie’s eyes go wide with offense. “Then people will ask questions.”

      “No one in this town knows how to leave a gap alone,” Sophie mutters.

      “That’s why I’m preventing this,” Nathalie says, like she’s doing public service. “We need a couple. A real couple. Or at least two adults who can behave like one without setting anything on fire.”

      Sophie’s gaze flicks to me for half a second, sharp with warning.

      Don’t you dare, her eyes say.

      Nathalie follows it. Her mouth lifts in an innocent smile that I don’t trust for a second.

      A volunteer nearby has slowed down. Someone else has stopped pretending not to listen. I can feel the attention gathering.

      Sophie notices too. Her shoulders lift.

      Nathalie lowers her voice, but not enough. “I think I found Team Twelve,” she says, grinning.

      “No,” Sophie says, a sharp whisper. “No, Nathalie. That’s not⁠—”

      “It’s perfect,” Nathalie says, already uncapping a marker like she’s about to sign us into law. “You’re both responsible. You both know the town. You both speak both languages. And you,” she adds, looking directly at me, “have the calm energy of a man who has never panicked in a municipal building.”

      “That’s because I don’t work here.”

      Nathalie nods like I’ve just proved her point. “Exactly.”

      Sophie steps forward, lowering her voice so fast it’s practically a hiss. “We are not a couple.”

      Nathalie’s eyes widen in mock innocence. “It’s a couples rally, Sophie. It’s not a wedding.”

      “That is not the point.”

      “It’s a weekend,” Nathalie says. “It’s twelve teams. It’s tourist photos. It’s sponsor obligations. It’s me not getting eaten alive by Denise Boucher, who will recover from Paul’s canoe injury and then come for my throat.”

      A laugh pops from somewhere behind a stack of posters. Too delighted. Too interested.

      Sophie’s eyes flick toward the sound, and I see the calculation in her face.

      Her shoulders lift, bracing.

      I step in. Not in front of her. Not over her. Just beside the problem, enough that she isn’t the only one holding it.

      “Nathalie,” I say, even and pleasant, “you can’t assign adults to pretend to date as an administrative solution.”

      Nathalie looks at me like I’m adorable. “Sure I can.”

      “That’s not reassuring.”

      She points the marker at the blank slot on the bracket. “Do you have another couple in your pocket?”

      I open my mouth.

      I do not, in fact, have a spare couple in my pocket.

      Sophie’s gaze snaps to me, quick and warning.

      Don’t. Don’t say yes. Don’t make it easy for her.

      Nathalie sees the look and brightens, like she’s watching a plan become possible. “See? They communicate. Teamwork already.”

      Sophie exhales, slow and controlled. “Nathalie. We’re friends.”

      “I love that for you,” Nathalie says, and I can hear her grin. “Friends can participate in a rally.”

      “As a couple?” Sophie pushes.

      “As a team,” Nathalie corrects, and she says it like she’s being very reasonable. “The contest is couples because tourists like a theme. You two can be… whatever you are. You just have to show up together and not bite anyone.”

      Sophie’s mouth opens, then closes.

      She looks at the packet again. The empty name tags. The lanyard. The bonus points card like it’s bait.

      Sophie’s voice comes out tight. “You printed this.”

      Nathalie lifts her chin. “I manifested.”

      “That is not a municipal process.”

      “It is my process,” Nathalie says, then her expression shifts for a heartbeat, less joking, more real. “Sophie, I need this off my list. I need one thing to stop wobbling.”

      That’s the crack. That’s the part that matters.

      Sophie sees it too. Her face changes, annoyance loosening into something tired and reluctant. The kind of compassion she tries not to show because once she starts, she doesn’t know how to stop.

      She glances toward the volunteers. Toward the crooked banner. Toward the box of maps that still looks suspiciously open.

      Then she looks at me.

      Not pleading. Not flirting. Just that old, quiet question we’ve been answering for each other since we were teenagers.

      Are you here?

      I hold her gaze and give her the smallest nod.

      Always.

      Nathalie claps once, sharp, like she’s sealing the deal. “Great. Done.”

      TEAM 12 — Sophie Ouellet / Marc-André Leblanc.

      Sophie looks like she might actually throw the marker now.

      I lean closer to her, voice low. If we’re doing this, she needs the first promise to be the only one I can safely make. “We can keep it boring.”

      Her eyes cut to mine. “Boring?”

      “Very boring,” I say. “No cute. No couple stuff. Nothing the town can chew on. We show up, we do the tasks, we go home.”

      Her shoulders drop a fraction. “I hate this.”

      “I know.”

      Nathalie slides the packet toward Sophie with both hands, like she’s offering a peace treaty. “Read the rules. There’s a bonus point category. It’s fun.”

      Sophie doesn’t touch it yet. “What’s the bonus category?”

      Nathalie beams. “Public display of team spirit.”

      Sophie stares.

      I stare.

      Somewhere behind us, someone laughs.

      Sophie’s voice is dead calm. “Nathalie.”

      Nathalie’s grin falters. “Okay, fine. You can skip it. But you will lose points.”

      Sophie looks at the packet like it’s cursed. Then she takes it, slowly, carefully, as if she’s handling something that might bite.

      She exhales through her nose, then says, to me, very clearly and a little too loudly for anyone to misinterpret, “We are doing this as friends.”

      “Friends,” I repeat, matching her volume.

      “Responsible friends,” she adds, because she’s Sophie and she can’t help herself.

      I keep my posture relaxed, like none of this is a big deal. Like standing beside her with our names printed together on a packet doesn’t make the room feel smaller. Like every volunteer within earshot hasn’t already started building a version of us neither of us agreed to.

      Sophie’s hand tightens around the packet.

      I notice. Of course I notice.

      In Madawaska Falls, Team Twelve won’t stay simple for long.
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            CHAPTER 3

          

          WEDNESDAY DINNER

        

      

    

    
      SOPHIE

      By the time I get out of Town Hall, my smile muscles feel like they’ve filed a formal complaint.

      The sky is doing that Madawaska Falls thing where it can’t decide if it’s going to be picturesque or petty. The clouds hang low and gray, like they’re waiting for someone to hang anything outside so they can immediately soak it.

      “Café,” I say, like it’s a command and not a plea.

      Marc-André falls into step beside me without question. He doesn’t ask if I’m okay. He doesn’t ask if I want to talk about the fact that Nathalie just drafted us into a public event like we’re two capable thumbs.

      He just matches my pace, steady and quiet, like he’s done it a thousand times. He never makes it feel like a favor.

      We’ve had that conversation.

      We’re friends. That’s what we both chose. Or at least that’s the version I know how to live with. Friendship is tidy. It doesn’t rearrange the furniture of your life.

      That should make this easier.

      Instead, it drags me right back to March — the booth by the window, steam curling off coffee, Marc-André’s thumb resting near the pale place where his ring used to be while he told me what we had was solid and easy and perfect for where he was in his life.

      Safe. Settled. Done.

      Except my chest doesn’t feel done.

      It feels like I’ve stepped back into a conversation neither of us actually finished.

      I clutch the Team 12 packet against my side as we walk, as if paperwork has ever protected a woman from becoming gossip.

      It has not.

      Because the first person we pass is Édith Fournier, on her porch with a mug and a cardigan and the kind of attention that should require a license.

      She lifts her hand in a slow wave. “Bonsoir, Sophie.”

      “Bonsoir,” I reply, bright and normal.

      Her gaze slides to Marc-André. Then to the packet. Then back to me.

      Her eyebrows lift.

      I lift my chin.

      We keep walking.

      “Town Hall?” she calls after us, voice sweet as pie and twice as sharp.

      “Always,” I call back, and I do not turn around because I like living.

      Marc-André’s mouth twitches. “You realize she’s going to text three people before we reach the corner.”

      “Only three?” I mutter. “She’s losing her touch.”

      “Or she’s pacing herself,” he says.

      I huff a laugh despite myself, and it helps. Not a lot. But enough to get me to the café without spontaneously dissolving into a puddle of administrative defeat.

      Café La Feuille Rouge glows like a promise. Warm light. Fogged windows. The smell hits the second we open the door — cinnamon and espresso, plus that cozy dinner smell of toasted bread and soup that’s been simmering since mid-afternoon.

      Mugs clink. Cutlery taps. Someone’s boots squeak on the tile. The world
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